CHAPTER VIII
K U M B U M
IT was half a day's journey to Kumbum, the biggest
monastery of the Amdo country.   There are three
thousand monks, Tibetan, Mongol and Chinese. Pilgrims
visit it in great numbers every year, bearing rich gifts which
assure them of places in heaven after they die. There is so
much gold at Kumbum that the great copper roofs of the
pagodas have been covered with it, The chief pilgrimage
takes place in winter at the "Feast of Flowers."  In pre-
paration for this, the lamas spend weeks sculpturing flowers
in coloured butter kept hard by the cold.
The monastery was built over the spot where the reformer
Tsong-K'apa was born in 1358. He founded the Tibetan
Yellow Sect. Tsong K'a, the Valley of Onions, was the
original name of the place. Legend has it that drops of blood
fell from the umbilical cord of the predestinate child. From
them rose an umbrella-shaped tree which had a hundred
thousand leaves like parrots' wings, and these leaves gave
forth a perfume which could be scented nearly five miles
away. The leaves are also said to bear a representation of the
Buddha's face.* The trunk of the legendary tree was still, the
lamas said, preserved for veneration in a tower-shaped
reliquary, called a chorten,f beneath the great pagoda of the
monastery.
We climbed a little hill and Kumbum appeared suddenly,
an amphitheatre of buildings in a little bare valley. The
* The word Kumbum means "a hundred thousand images."
f The structure called in Sanskrit "stupa."
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